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Introduction
In the context of European countries, approximately 99% of all businesses are classified as micro or small in terms of the numbers employed and annual turnover (European Commission, 2010) . Within the UK there are approximately 4.5 million small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) providing 13.7 million jobs equating to over half of the private sector workforce in 2011 (Department of Business Innovation and Skills, 2012). Such SMEs 1 are considered one of the driving forces of the market economy (Philip, 2011 ) and a major source of economic growth. Indeed, such is their importance that they have emerged as a theoretically distinct category for research purposes (Blackburn and Kovalainen, 2009 ).
However whilst SMEs are important, it is their success that is of greater significance to continued economic prosperity (Holmes et al., 2010) .
This paper takes as its starting point the proposition that innovation and learning orientation are key factors in SME success. Its purpose is to contribute to the literature on the relationship between innovation and entrepreneurial learning by exploring how entrepreneurs learn and innovate, their use of both formal and informal learning and the role of networks and crisis events within their learning experience.
Theoretical base
Researchers have focused on a range of themes that might determine the success, or otherwise, of SMEs. These have included: the entrepreneur, including their entrepreneurial (innovation) and learning orientations, skills and motivation (Jasra et. al., 2011; Storey, 1994) ; the nature of the firm (Storey 1994; Storey and Wynarczyk, 1996) ; its business strategy (Holmes et al., 2011 , Storey, 1994 Pelham, 2000) , and the relationship between HRM (Human Resource Management) practices and performance (Sheehan, 2013) . Vereynne et al., (2011) found a positive association between SME performance and high performance work systems including organisational learning orientation and employee skill
development. Yet at the same time writers on HRD in small firms have highlighted its predominantly unplanned and reactive nature (Vickerstaff and Parker 1995, informal and idiosyncratic approaches being used (Hill and Stewart, 2000; Kitching, 2007) . Whilst such HRD practices (and the associated learning) have often been discussed in pejorative terms and characterising as less sophisticated and insufficient compared to larger firms (Nolan and Garavan, 2012 ).
An SME's learning orientation rests on three factors which underpin adaptive and generative learning (Wang, 2008) : (1) commitment to learning and the emphasis this is given (Wang 2008) ; (2) open-mindedness including proactive questioning of long-held assumptions and beliefs (Sinkula et al., 1997) ; and (3) shared organizational vision (Baker and Sinkula, 1999) .
Adaptive learning entails sequential and incremental learning within the scope of traditional organizational activities. However, for an SME to seize unconventional business opportunities it has to be willing to innovate (Wang, 2008) , question established assumptions about its mission, customers, capabilities or strategy and engage with higher order or generative learning. The ability to do this, is facilitated if businesses are willing to engage in social learning processes and networking (Wolfe and Gertler, 2002) , the very informal HRD processes considered less sophisticated and insufficient.
For the purposes of this study, networking is defined as 'the action by which an ownermanager develops and maintains contacts for trading and business development purposes' (Chell and Baines, 2000: 196) . Social learning stresses that innovation is a highly social enterprise, the ability within and across firms to learn being critical to the innovation process (Wolfe and Gertler 2002) . For those businesses where technological change is rapid, firm survival and growth requires heightened reflexivity focussed on continual, and strategic, learning through (amongst other things) interaction with suppliers and end-users of products and services. In a study of 159 SMEs, Hyvonen and Tuominen (2005) found that technological innovation capability and strong relationships with customers and supply chain partners are the key determinants of successful economic performance. Yet it is the firm's commitment to learning that strengthens its position (Wang, 2008) . Managerial innovation is, in part, contingent on this learning orientation. Similarly, an in-depth study of one UK SME, where 50% of its annual turnover comes from new products, a learning culture permeated the organisation through: 'an open culture where challenge, doubt, and changing one's mind are the accepted way of things' (Barnett and Storey, 2001: 11) . The focus was not just on product development, but personal development and interaction.
Entrepreneurial learning is a continuous process whereby practical wisdom is derived from experience (Politis, 2005) , including failure and critical incidents. It includes the ability to learn from new venture creation, as well as once the new business is established (Cope, 2005) . As SMEs grow this may trigger developmental crises at both a personal and organizational level (Cope and Watts, 2000) . Although often stressful and even traumatic, such crisis events can also be transformational for both the entrepreneur and organization (Beresford and Saunders, 2005) . Within this, critical incidents may generate processes for learning and growing self-awareness, and be seminal within the process of change. However, whether critical incidents generate learning largely depends on whether the entrepreneur is able to engage in both 'single' and 'double-loop' learning and reflection.
A study of 27 UK firms, found that the ability to 'stand back' from the business and reflect on the learning that had taken place was vital (Sullivan, 2000) . Such learning was nurtured both by formal programs (for example, management courses) and informally through mentoring and networks. Learning is also fostered through networking, defined here as making use of information, advice, support or assistance from people who are not part of the business or the family (Chell and Baines, 2000) . The link between SME learning and networking, however, is contested. Curran at al. (1993) suggest a 'fortress enterprise'
proposition where SMEs do not make use of business networks or engage in any networking activities beyond those of direct relevance to the business. In contrast, Chell and Baines (2000), in a study of 104 owner-managers, showed that SMEs made use of both customers and other owner managers, even keeping touch with former employees as a source of information. Of the formal, institutional support networks, Chambers of Commerce were the most frequent mentioned, cited by 38% of respondents, providing access to relatively diverse sources of possible information and advice through their members. Overall, two-fifths of the businesses were either highly active or relatively active in networking that was either business related or a combination of business and social.
Granovetter (1985) distinguishes between the 'strong ties' of family and close friends and the weak ties typical of business networks. Strong ties are a reflection of the amount of time, emotional intensity, intimacy and reciprocal services between people. They are typically associated with high levels of trust and the flow of fine-grained information (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998) . Being embedded in a network can give rise to a form of trust known as relational trust, which develops over time and is based on continual reciprocity (Rousseau et al., 1998) -'I will do this for you now, but you will do something for me later'. The downside is that they are also likely to share similar contacts and information, much of which is therefore redundant (the 'echo-chamber' syndrome). Weak ties may be of short duration and low frequency but, like for example Chambers of Commerce; they enable the individual to draw upon information, advice and assistance from a large, diverse pool.
Research design
The research adopted a mixed method approach, combing both quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010) . Six exploratory focus groups were conducted with SMEs who had been in business for at least five years, selected to ensure maximum variation across the United Kingdom (UK) Government's standard industrial sectors. Resultant themes, which we termed 'triggers for success' included maintaining adequate cash flow, engaging with traditional networks and social networks and learning orientation, were subsequently triangulated through a further focus group with a critical case sample of subject matter experts. These themes, along with the academic literature reviewed above, informed the online questionnaire.
Survey Measures
The questionnaire comprised 82 Likert style closed questions relating to entrepreneurial and learning orientations (derived from Wang, 2008 ) and a further 13 questions collecting demographic data. Within entrepreneurial research, measures of entrepreneurial orientation are normally derived from the Miller/Covin and Slevin scale (Brown et al., 2001 ), Wiklund (1998 arguing that this is a viable measure for measuring business level entrepreneurship.
Following more recent work by Wang (2008) we also adopted this scale, the Cronbach's alpha value across all items indicating good internal consistency (George and Mallory, 2003) .
Sub scales measured SMEs' market proactiveness, competitive aggressiveness, risk taking and innovativeness; Cronbach's alpha values or the first two subscales indicating internal consistency (Table 1) . . Wang (2008) argues that most entrepreneurial research that considers innovation focuses upon the product market and technological aspects of innovation, ignoring new ways of thinking and behaving. We therefore adopted her three-item sub scale of firm innovativeness, which focuses upon the latter; Cronbach's alpha values indicating this was internally consistent (Table 1 ). The Cronbach's alpha value for the risk taking sub scale suggested internal consistency was questionable (Table 1) . Removing Wang's (2008) reverse coded item 'When there is uncertainty our business typically adopts a wait-and-see posture in order to minimise the probability of making costly decisions' ensured good internal consistency; the amended scale still no longer reflecting SMEs' risk taking in times of uncertainty Our questionnaire adopted Sinkula et al.'s (1997) scale to measure learning orientation, comprising three sub scales measuring commitment to learning, shared vision and open mindedness (Table 1) . Following focus groups which highlighted the importance of crisis events to learning, we added a further subscale 'learning from crises" comprising two items:
"We learn from crisis events that are critical for our business" and "Crisis events have led us to change the way we do things". Overall the internal consistency for this new 13 item learning orientation scale was excellent (Table 1) .
The Population & Sample
Given acknowledged difficulties of accessing SMEs (Curran and Blackburn, 2000) , a series of databases offering coverage of the UK were combined to ensure a sufficient coverage.
These comprised:
 SMEs throughout the UK drawn from a commercial database (36.1%) (Table 3) . Analysis does not consider such regional and sector differences, except where it makes a significant impact.
Semi-structured interviews
Subsequently 20 qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a heterogeneous sample of SMEs to explore key themes and develop deeper understandings. These interviews, which comprised a semi-structured interview schedule with follow-up, probing questions around emerging themes, were approximately one hour in length. With the permission of all respondents, these were audio recorded for subsequent transcription for data analysis. In this mixed method study, data analysis used an interdependent approach, interview transcripts from the 20 case-study SMEs being used to deepen understanding of key themes identified in the quantitative analysis (Gray, 2009; Saunders et al., 2012) .
Findings -the relationship between innovation and learning and the role of crises
The (Table 3) . Case study analysis, however, revealed plentiful examples of SMEs adopting flexible strategies for innovation, including facing up to overseas competition by aggressively switching to overseas sales (Cases 3 and 10), making use of social media for interacting with suppliers and customers (Cases 8 and 9) and outsourcing work to other SMEs who identify with the business (Case 5).
The nature of learning orientation
SMEs with a strong Learning Orientation (LO) score highly on the 11 items in Sinkula et al.'s (1997) scale and the additional two items in the learning from the crises subscale.
Within our sample, over 80% of respondents agreed, at least to some extent for all scale items regarding their business's commitment to learning (Table 5 ). Commitment to learning was strongest for SMEs established more recently, One-way Analysis of Variance indicating this difference was significant (F (2, 885) = 3.054, p = .048). In marked contrast (Table 5) there was less agreement for scale items relating to open mindedness, particularly with regard to questioning the way in which customer information (less than 55% agreeing) and questioning the marketplace (less than 65% agreeing). Agreement with regard to some aspects of shared vision and learning from crises was also less pronounced. For shared vision this was particularly with regard to employees who viewed themselves as partners in charting the direction of the business, whilst for learning from crises, it related to crisis events leading the business to change the way they did things (both less than 70%). Case study data highlighted that, for some businesses, learning from crisis events was vital. Crisis events teach managers that they have to work hard to get anywhere in business and not to take anything for granted.
These crisis events often left a lasting effect on the SMEs and their owners. "The crisis has "aged us a couple of years", but it has also made the company stronger, leaner and fitter"
(Case 13).
Conducting a series of One-way Analyses of Variance highlighted that, unlike other aspects of LO, shared vision differed significantly (F (2, 936) = 9.209, p < .000) between micro and small, and medium sized enterprises, being lower for medium sized enterprises. It also differed significantly (F (2, 872) = 3.794, p = .023) when the SME was established, being more pronounced for those more recently established.
Focus group and case study data further emphasise that SMEs value learning whether formal through accredited programmes or informal. In particular these data emphasise that while some SMEs engage with formal learning programmes, such as an MBA this was relatively uncommon. For most, making use of informal learning opportunities, such as the use of a mentor or coach was important. Getting an external perspective, often through networking activities from a range of groups, whether it be peer groups, Managing Director groups (talking to fellow directors can be "hugely powerful"), breakfast seminars or casual conversations, was found to help in "chewing over the business" (Case 16) as "…you are cocooned and isolated as an SME". Case participants highlighted how, for example, if there was a dip in business, they could discuss this with competitors to establish whether it was a market trend, or a due to a mistake they had made. Whilst for such informal learning through networking there was no formal development course or agenda, participants argued there was "always a nugget" that comes out, the entrepreneur feeling "Yes, that's something that I can work with". It is conversations that trigger ideas (Case 4).
Innovativeness and learning orientation
Pearson's correlation analysis indicated that SMEs that were more innovative were significantly more committed to learning than those which were less innovative (r (976) = .476, p<.000). In particular One-way Analysis of Variance revealed SMEs that were more innovative were more likely to agree that employee learning as an investment, not an expense (F (6, 973) = 40.385, p < .000), to agree that their ability to learn was their competitive advantage (F (6, 977) = 38.517, p < .000) and that the basic values of their business included learning as a key to improvement (F (6, 976) = 35.802, p < .000) and that learning was seen as a key commodity necessary to guarantee business survival (F (6, 973) = 25.355, p < .000).
Our correlation analysis indicated these innovative businesses were also significantly more likely to have a shared vision (r (960) = .374, p<.000), be open minded (r (961) = .360, p<.000) and to a lesser extent learn from crises (r (968) = .253, p<.000). In particular Oneway Analysis of Variance highlighted they were more likely to agree that there was a commonality of purpose in their business (F (6, 971) = 26.588, p < .000) and that their employees realised the very way they perceived the marketplace must be continually questioned (F (6, 962) = 23.128, p < .000).
In terms of Entrepreneurial Orientation, case study data revealed participants demonstrated high levels of commitment, proactiveness and "persistence in adversity" (Cases 3 and 14) . showing drive and determination and being persistent -because success always took longer than expected. The downside of this entrepreneurial spirit is that excessive focus can result in being too blinkered and unwilling to countenance their own weaknesses or mistakes; in other words not really learning from crises. Some participants highlighted they should have had the humility to step back and admit they were wrong. They, like others, argued that the creative but reckless would not survive. Not surprisingly the SMEs argued they and others were cautious about risk because they were usually investing their own money! Many SMEs purchase external advice, but tend to be highly selective as to what kind of advice they need, focusing primarily on the services of accountants, HR specialists, and IT consultants rather than advice on learning. SMEs were outward (customer) facing, whereas external advice is usually sought to solve back office issues which SMEs regard as necessary but less rewarding. Both the issues themselves, and the external professional advice on offer, are usually fragmented. Rather than pay for advice, some SMEs are turning to social media, live networks or informal management learning groups where they can discuss business problems with experienced fellow business owners.
Conclusions and implications for practice
SMEs' learning occurs at two levels. Learning Orientation is about how learning flows within and across the business -it is about having a shared vision and being able to question direction and assumptions. Entrepreneurial learning is about individual learning both from personal engagement with programmes but more often, and more importantly through conversations within social networks. It is this informal HRD that appears crucial to SMEs.
The study showed that SMEs that were more innovative were significantly more committed to learning (Learning Orientation) than those that were less innovative, including the personal learning of leaders and directors and the learning of their employees. For SME leaders, their own learning was usually informal in nature, being through network events such as breakfast seminars or Managing Director groups and interactions with a mentor or coach (particularly a mentor). Such development often involved having an opportunity to improve their reflective learning through receiving feedback or advice on recent critical incidents. Conversations that trigger ideas, and social networks, live and informal rather than virtual and formalised, were crucial to this development.
A number of issues emerge for practice. SME owners need opportunities and time for reflection as a means of stimulating personal learning -particularly the opportunity to learn from crisis events. Access to mentors (often outside the business) can be important here, as are informal networks. Time spent engaging in informal conversations with other ownermanagers needs to be considered as an investment not a cost. But the learning of others in and across the business is also vital. As SMEs grow in size, this can become more challenging as communications channels become more complex. SME leaders need to foster this learning as part of a shared organisational vision. The basic values of this business include learning as a key to improvement.
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